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ABSTRACT

The distance between edu:atlﬁnal researchers and
classroom teachers benefits disinterested observation, but
dispossesses the researchers of participatory modes of understaniing.
In attempting to resolve-this problem, some researchers have

" developed the theory and practice of teachers as reseaichers, similar

to Kurt Lewin's action research. Lewin argued for a system of

analysis, fact finding; conceptualization, planniag, and execution,
and then a reretition of the ‘whole cycle. The process iavolves the
participants of the social world under investigation at every stage.

Although not at the forefront of research developments in education,

the impact of action research in education is seen in the trend

toward reconceptualizing the field in more participatory terms.

" Actien Iesea:ch has several:essential features: (1) an intzrest in
partlclpatary democratic processes for social and intellectual
1econstruction; (2) a linking of the development of theory and

.practice: (3) a means for producing authentic critiques of practice:
and (4) the development and strategic use of programs of social
act;an as teals_ Act;gn reseafch is Sufflclently HELL establ;shei in
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Stephen Keminis

Deakinn University

- Why is it that the great army of teachers cf Australian school children do
not come to our conferences? It is not because we have concerns more profound
and large) their concerns. We have taken the manifold world of schooling and
broken it up into bits more amenable to our analysesl; we have adopted a
perspective on schooling which allows us to view it as if it were a foreign
culture. We do the former so that our analyses can be the more trenchant and
so that our understanding of schools as social, economic and psychological
systems can be placed within wider frameworks of social, economic and
psychological understandings. We do the latter so that we have a means of
overcoming the biases and susceptibilities of participatory ways of understanding
- so that we can develop a platform from which the world of schooling may be
seen as a limited whole which may be comprehended '"objectively". It is a
natural consequence of our analytical fragmentation.of the world of schooling?
and our abrogation of participatory ways of understanding3 that we no longer
speak ‘the language of teachers and students, .that our concerns are not their
concerns. :

. Those who do come to our conferences from the world of practice are
poliey-makers (or researchers, curriculum developers and evaluators whose role
it is to serve policy-makers). We form a natural alliance with them: like policy-
makers, we deal in advice; like policy-makers we instrumentalise the world of
practice iinder the aspect of our theories. The ethnographer Harry Wolcott
(1977) seed the world of educators as "moiety-like": as divided into two broad

" social groups with different but related concerris: teachers and "technocrats™.

Educational researchers, administrators and policy-makers, he argues, - are
technocrats. - :

them to be here is not trite, though we have developed stock responses to
explain or excuse the present state of affairs. We are "specialists",

t A paper presented to the Annual Meeting of the Australian Association for
Research in Education, Sydney, November 6-9, 1980. o
The research reported in this paper is partially supported by the Education.
Research and Development Committee through the project "Research on
Action Research'. '
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they are "generalists"; we are "theoreticians”, they are "practitioners™; we ure
"scientists”, they are the "field" about which our science i= written.

We hope that our work will provide a source from which can issue a
reconstruction of the world of schooling. There are two primary means by which
we hope this reconstruction may be achieve-!: by application of the principles our
science develops, or by insight into and understanding of the world of schooling
based on reinterpreting that world from fresh perspectives. The first is &
technical interest, the second a practical one (Habermas, 1972). The first
approach construes educational systems as technologies for delivering. knowledge
and seeks to improve them as technology; the second construes education as a
life-world that may be improved by understanding it urder a different aspect
(for example, by seeing schcoling as a means of reproducing & meritoeratic
social structure). '

Both these approaches to educational inquiry provide roles tor the non-
participant researcher. In the first case, the researcher appears in white
o.eralls, re-designing and adjusting the great machine. In the second case, the

;. researcher is seen in leather armchair, revising the language by which the life-

world of education is discussed and understood. The caricatures are too glib, of

" course, but there is a truth behind the satire: that these approaches preserve a

distance between the researcher and the researched which, on the one hand.
preserves the independence of our fortunes from those of our "subjects", and, on
the other, creates the necessity for bridges across the chasm we have created%:
"application” or "reinterpretation" (translation of our understandings into words
or symbols which can enter the lingua franca of practitioners). |

It is argued that this disinterest is necessary if we are to improve or
extend the "technology" or the "language" of practice. How else could
Knowledge reach beyond the confines of tradition, habit, system, or expectation?
Against this, it may be argued that ghy means of "developmment" which does not,
from the outset, involve development of the consciousness of practitioners®

‘necessarily creates a gap between those who possess knowledge which claims to

be of vital importance in the development of practice and those who must have
it for their work. '

It is my belief, however, that it is we, the educational researchers, who
have been dispossessed. In giving up the participatory modes. of understanding
of practice, we have distanced ourselves from the problems we intend to solve,
or the lived experience we intend to interpret. We must justify ourselves to our
"subjects" in terms of the (to-be-demonstrated) utility of the educational
methods we propose, or the (to-be-experienced) validity and significance of the
interpretations we offer. . ’

There are a great many educationa! researchers of my acquaintance who
experience the niggling of this crisis of legitimation® (simultaneously of their
own work and of the work of education). Yet refuges are available in undeclared
and unexamined metaphysical or ideological assumptions (in doctrinaire philo-
sophies of science or political beliefs)?:8, the elegance of analytical formu-
lations?, the ‘mob-rule reassurance of a research literature, or the limited and
pragmatic goal of techniques that "work"l0,
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Still other researchers have come to terms with the problem in a different
way. They have attempted to realise conditions under which they and the
teachers whose work they hope to affect may form self-reflective communities
of professionals as a basis for the simultaneous developmment of educational
theory and practice. Some at least - most notably Lawrence Stenhouse (lSs.j
1980). and John Elliott and Clem Adelinan (1973a, 1973b) and John Ellioti (1976
1978) in recent years - have seen their funection largely in terins of edugatlomal
midwifery: helping ut the birth of the theory and practice of teachers us

researchers, but hoping that the future development of the notion mlcrht tuke
place in a self-critical community of prefessional educators.

This notion of teachers as researchers has attracted widespread interest In
educational research, curriculum development, educational evaluation and in-
service education. The interest is not new: indeed, it is bést understood as
reawakening of interest in the notion of action research.

ACTION RESEARCH: RETROSPECT

The term "astion research" was coined by the social psychologist Kurt
Lewin in about 1944 (Marrow, 1969). He used the term to describe a form of
research which could marry the experimental approach of social science with
programs of social action in response to major social problems of the day.
Through action research, Lewin argued, advances in theory and needed social

changes might simultaneously be achieved.

Action research, according to Lewin, "consisted in analysis, fact-finding,
coneeptualisation, planning, execution, more fact-finding or evaluation: and
then a repetition of this whole circle of activities; indeed a spiral of such
circles" (Sanford, 1970, p.4; see Lewin, 1946, 1947, 1952).

Figure 1 represents this "spiral", attempting to incorporate the essential

elements of Lewin's formulation:



~initial idea
¢ -

"reconnaissance”

(fact finding)

N7
GENERAL PLAN
Step 1
Step 2
IMPLEMENT 4 EVALUATE pn y |AMENDED PLAN
STEP- 1 : o - - {
' Step 1
- - Step 2
. IMPLEMENT ——> |EVALUATE | etc
STEP 2

Figure 1: Action research as a spiral of planning, i’}ﬂplementingi evaluating

5

It is critical to note that the "plan" in Lewin's formulation is a plan for

_a_program of social action. Lewin argued that knowledge (theory) about social

action could develop from observation of the effects of actions in -context;

simultaneously, social needs and aspirations might be met because action

N programs were aimed at addressmg them directly (as action, not as principles
whleﬁ might later be applied in action)..

£

It is also ecritical to note that participants in the social world under

investigation were to be involved in every stage of the action research cycle.

Early experimerits had showed the power of group decision in pmducmg

commitment and changes in attitudes and behaviour; action research was an
s attempt to incorporate group consciousness systematically into the research

process. . - "
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Clearly, Lewin!s formulation pressed against the, boundaries of the
prevailing epistemologv. The "subjects" of research were now to take a central
role in its formulation 'and execution; the research community was giving up its

. hitherto unchallenged hegemony in the sociul process of the generation of

knowledge about social processes. Action research was {and is) an expression of

"an essentially demoecratic spirit in social researchll, .

Soime authors (like Corey. 1953) suggest that action research as an idea
was first forimulated by Collier, between 1933 and 1945 Cominissioner of Indinn
Affairs for the U.S. Bureau of Indian "Affairs. In 1945, Collier published a paper,
"United States Indian administration as a laboratory of ethnic relations”. He
advocated '"research and then more research” as essential to the program of
improving the lot of the oppressed American Indians by democratic means. The
kind of research needed was field research which responded to pressing sociul
problems. On the basis of experience with this kind of research he concluded:

Preseriptions of doing and prescriptions of avoidance are alike written
plain be experiences. 1 have stated our ideal, that research should be
evoked by needs of action, should be integrative.of many diseiplines, should
involve the administrator’ and the layiman, and should feed itsell into
action. In the actual event we have carried on research of this kind - and
we have also carried on pesearch that was specialised, unintegrative and.
unconnected with action. In the latter case we have not meant to proceed
in such a way, but have been forced into what we believed was the less
productive method by administrative limitations, by premature unforseen
stoppages of the enterprises, or by personal. equations. We have learned
that the action-évoked, action-serving, integrative and layman-participa-
ting way of research is incomparably more productive of social results than
the specialised and isolated way, and also we think we have proVed that it
makes discoveries more Qentral imore umversal .more functional and more
true for the nascent social sciences. But let e emphasize that this kind
of research makes demands on the research worker that are far more
severe than those made by the specialised and isolated kind. It requires
of him a more advanced and many-sided training, and in addition a type of
mind and personality which can sustain, in suspension, complex wholes
which ean entertain - yes, and be drawn and impelled by - human values
and policy purposes while yet holding them disinterestedly far away. Suech

- research lays-on the participating administrator, too, a new kind of

demand, and compels him to make in turn new Kinds of demands on the

s;,rqtem within which he works. And it requires elbowroom in the time

dimension...I do suggest, however, that in the direction here implied, social

science is now verging on a new epoch of methodology, of aim and of use,

with all that this imnplies regarding careers for young minds and preparation

for such careers. (pp.300-01)

H

It would be a mistake to see Collier as.the sole originator of so grand a
conception of social research. He used the term 'research-action" to describe
his idea of the process. But it is also true that he saw the process as cyelxcal
"action-research, research-action” (p.293).

-—  Hodgkinson (1957), in-a critique .of action research, argues that the ideas
which ook shape in action researci. :an be traced back to the beginnings of the
scientific study of education at the turn of the century, that is, the use of
seientific methods to study educational practices. In particular, he draws
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Tweientifie  resecarches. The model of the physieal sei

attention to the work of progeessive cducators inspired bv the ideas of John

Dewey. He quetes Dewey's The SBources of a Science of Edueatidn (1924);
Ihe answer is that (1) edueational practices provide the data. the subject-
matter, which form the protdems ol inquirv... These cdueational pricetices
are also (2) the final test of value of the conclusions of sl rese-
arches . Actual  activities  in educating  test the worth of scientifice
results... They may be seientifie in some other fichi. but not in education
until they serve educational purposes, and whether they really serve or not
ean be found out only in practice. (p.33) '

But the continuity of concern for rescarch on education and its application
In pructice is far from adequate as an explanation of the emergence of uaetion
research us o new species of inquiry in eduestion. !n fact, it was precisely the
continuity ot that concern which stood in the wity of the development of aetion
research das » distinet species of inquiry.

In Social science, especially psychology. the relation between theory and
practice was understood to be a problem of application of the results of
icnees had been o

commanding one for educational sciences from perhaps 1920 onwards. The
1930's and 1940's saw behaviourisim establish itself as pre-eminent among the
contending approaches to psychological theorv and imethodology.® It was as if the
probleims of pr.,mti("e could only be addressed from s firm, positive foundution in

theory: from-an adequate thmrv enlightened practice might be C‘\pC([E‘d to |

Ilow- .

The power of the actiorf research approach, by contrast, lay in its frank
récogmtxon ol social problems, experienced in society at large, as the iinpulse
“inquiry. If powerful theories were to be developed, thev must address
sxgmflc-ant problems: theory and action might develop together from application
of the scientific approach (mthf:r‘ than the findings of research).

What, then, were the problems which impelled the originators of action
research?

The Second World War is crucial is a factor in understanding the rise of
action research. The war raged around truly ideological .themes: dgmor:r;mviand
totalitariansim, egalitarianism and racial supremacy, the coexistence iand

- subordination of peoples. It galvanised views about democratic decision-making

processes and participation in those processes by those affected by: the decisions,
about the rights of individuals and cultural and ethnie minorities to have their
views heard and their special needs considered, and about tolerance for different
views. In the wake of the War a major group of social psychological studies of
prejudice, authoritariansim and dogmatism were undertaken,.often by psycho~
logists who had themselves been the objects of prejudice as Jews in pre-War
Germany (for example, Adorno et al., 1950, who studied the authoritarian
personality).  American social psychologists turned their concerns towards
problems of prejudice within American society - the problems of .mnomty groups
and of changing attitudes towards them because a central field in social

psychology. Especially significant. was the problem of intergroup relations..

But changing patterns of American socicty in other areas had also thrown
up significant social problems. Industrialisation had brought with it a familinr
pattern of migration from rural to urban areas; factory workers from rural areas

performed differently from those experienced in faetory life. There were major -

broblems of production, some of which were related to the expeetations of
workers sbout the amount they could produece in a day. some related to the

-
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The social psychologist LEwin was intensely concernea with dll of these
problems. A German Jew. he had, fled Germany in 1933. He is best known.
perhaps, tor his development of a "field-thcoretic” approach in soeial psyehology,
but, apart tfrom "action rexearch", he was also the originator of the-terms 'u’roup
d»namlcs" and "sensitivity training’. '

Lewin's student and biographer, Alfred Marrow. depicts Lewin as an
energetic, lively, sparkling intelligence, always open to. questions posed by real
‘incidents and conecrete events. But he was also deeply concerned with questions
of social action: persecution had driven him from Germany, so he was concerned
ab@ut thé 'Droad suc‘i.ﬂl ccnditi:}n:, which madé prejudic'e pfi)"%‘sible ‘\Imeovrgr

warked best in c:rltlc:al dlalogue with Qolleague_*s or g‘roups of %tudents H‘e was
naturally drawn to study group processes. -

Lewin saw that if social psychology was to contribute to action, it must
be open to action as a source of its problems. But theory posed problems too:
it would be wrong to descfibe him as mot,ivated only by praztical concerns. He

theory and social practice. ‘\Iéver‘thele:ﬁs the magmtude and the &gmf‘xcsnce of
the problems of contemporary society drew Lewin frem the ‘university into
consultancy relations with factories and social organisations. and eventually led
hiimm to establish a research institute which could be more "active" in developing
social programs that traditionally-withdrawn academic research establishments
could be. This was the Research Center for Group Dynamics, based at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (though it subsequently moved, after

Lewin's death in 1¢47, to the University of Michigan). This Center was the Dase
from which Lewin developed many 51gn1f1cant action research projects. ‘

E-]

In the days before "action research" was coined as the label “for the
process, Lewin had worked in industrial consultancies. During the War. he
participated (with the anthropologist Margaret Mead, among others) in studies of -
“American food habits, which included attempts to change the food habits of
different groups. These studies led to explorations of leadership and group
decision. But the research on. intergroup relations pr‘ovuﬂéé perhaps the most
fruitful field for-action research which involved social programs to change
attitudes and behaviour between and within ethnic groups.

Lewin's influence on social p:ycht:logy’ has been described ds so pervasive
that it is difficult to identify particular fields of greatest contribution.
In a sense, though, he remained on the edges-of the psyechological establishment
of the time. Perhaps this is because he challenged an orthodoxy about the role
of the social scientist as disinterested, "objective™ observer of human affairs.

It is this change of role that marks action research off from other
approaches to the problem of the relation between theory . and prsetlce
Inevitably, the action researcher becomes involved in creating change not in
artificial settings where effects can be¢studied.and reported dispassionately. but
in the real world of social prabtlc- In action research, the intention to affect
soecial practlce stands shoulder to shoulder with the intention to understand it.
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The social problems menifested in and provoked by the Secord World War
created a new enviromment for =oecial” scicnce. an enviromment in which the
earllest action researcicrs believed that they could no longer pursue onls
understanding.  They had been drawn into the field of action. A
A

It was not long before Lewin's idens on action rescarch were being taken
up widely.  The most signiticant papers in the establishiment of the bona Tides
of the method, thoush, were writton by 1. Nunselt or By his stndents and
colleagues from his thne nt lowa (betfore“establishing the Centor ot MUL D and
co-workers on projects at the Commis=on ol Coimmunrity Interrelatibn- of the
American Jewish Congress (c.r. Lippitt and Rudke, 19467 Chein, Cook and
Harding, 19438)12, ’ :

Into_Education!?

The idea of action research was absorbed into cducation alinost as soon s
it originated.  Lewin him=olt worked in setion researeh programs with “
and teacher educators.  But his ideas were taken up most evidentlyv n thg wmh
of the Horace Mann-Lincoln Institute of Teachers' College. Columbia University.
The Institute was already engaged in curriculum  development  tor socinl
reconstruction and colluborutive research with teachers, schools and school
districts. Action researeh was a method  whieh s;‘rﬁt!’msiée(i a ranwe of
contemsorary concerns and provided a dvnamie for colluborative progriuns of,
action o the schools. It wax taken up quickly and influenced muny of the
Institute's projects it c‘urrieulum. teaching practice and sum}rvigi@n.

L' o!n Insututﬂ H‘Dm ﬂbﬁut 194b ((xaodson ot al., 1‘446) Bv lq-;':L howover, it

s becoming aspecially identified with the name of Stephen Corev: over the
next few vears, Corey was to become its chief advoeate in American education

e.g. (,c:)re;..: 1949, 1950, 1952, 195 3)r

=

—

Soon the Institute had a major prograim of action rescarch underwayv,
gencrating a large nuinber of reports of aection research {see Wann, 1953, and
Hodgkinson, 1957, for representative bibliographies). Elsewhere. too. action
research was becoming accegted and tried.

But the years 1953-1957 saw the beginnings of a decline of interest in

action research, at least, in education. Wiles (1953) called for a sharpening of
‘the concept of action research: it seemed to be all things to all men: research.

in-service education, evaluation and supervision.  Similarly, Corman ¢1957)
wondered whether it "was research or teaching. And, in the same vear.
Hodgkinscn (1957) delivered a sharp critique of action research, condemning it
as methedologically poor (in terms of statistical procedures), time-consuming;
lacking follow-up investigation, incompatible with notions-of general (rather than
local) development of education systems, conceptually unclear, und, according to
the epistemological canons of the day, unscientifie.

] Fu‘fst ther‘c WH%
a retregt to the dcade."w by resc‘arehers for whom ‘the pohtleal economy of
research production was best- served-by theoretic-research and alliances with.
policy-makers rather than practitioners, ealled by Sanferd (1970) o sep ;1[‘21\1@[']"f‘;
action from research. Sr;{t:-ond. there was an utmcl\
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Moreover;"the guiding image of action research had been relrogressively
intérpret‘ed apnd reinterpreted [or (expected) positivist sudiences until it lost its
power' as a model of the research process and became merely a version of
positivistic research suitable only for _teschers as "amateur" [‘Eﬁt;;—l[i.‘h(rr‘él’l
Third, there were questions about whether action resecarch had lived up to its
promises in cufriculum development .and the 1mprévunent of school practices
(Hodgkinson, 1357). It may also be that the progressive "unusefulness" of action
research to practitioners themselVes was a consequence of the retrogressive
adaptation of actic, tesearch towards the theoréetic and policy-oriented interests
of the academic advocates of action researchl3. And finally, there was a rise
of other action-oriented and practically-relevant methods for edueational inquiry.
as the curriculuim. developmént movement of the late 1950's and early 1960's
provoked the devel«:pment of educational evaluation (curriculum evaluation,
program evaluation, school evaluation) with a bpmldmmg variety of method-
ologlea. guldlnﬂ’ images and eplstemo;agleglb The availability of these
"alternatives” to action research may have abetted its displacement, while still
providing an outlet. for the practice-oriented irapulse to inquiry among
researchers.

“The decline of major public interest in action research as a form of
participatory research able to link theory and practice in the self-reflective and
systematically "experimental” enterprise of a commmunity of professional re-
searcher-practitioners was, however, as evanescent as its period of major public )
development. It may be said that action research in education gathered its
impetus in the years 1944-53 and declined from 1953-57, to be replaced by other

‘action-oriented and practlcally relevant methods of inquiry. i

Through the 1960's.and 1970's, however, action research continued in social
program work, It re—emerged' in education in the early seventies in Britain,
partly because there had*been continuing interest in it in other fields, especlsllv
(in Britian) through the work of the Tavistock Institute for Human Relﬂtlon‘;l‘
An accaunt of thl':a work up to 1970 mav be found in Robert N. Rap@port" "Three
It seems that the Tavnstgck interest in aetmn researc’:h provnded a model for its
adoption with teachers in the United I{mgdom X . -

A large'number‘of references may b found to action research in the
period since 1957, after which time, it has been claimed, action researeh was no
lenger a major force in shaping American educational researc’

Nevertheless, it was "championed" by soine .eminent 3ocial smentlst; in® that
country from time to time throughout the post-1957 penod (e.g.. Campbell,
1974a; Sanford,_ 1970; Shumsky, 1958).

There has béen a slgmflcant revival of mter‘eat in the notion in the United
Kingdom (already indicated) and there-are some Slgns of reawaken;ng interest in
educational research in the United Statés (e.g. Oliver, 1980)19. “In.Australia,
too, there is a growing awareness of its pc;)tentla] (e.g. thr@ugh the Schools
Cbmimission and in the work of a number of researchers, policy-makers and
practitioners around the EDUntry)ZD ) o

The current revwal of interest .in action reséarch reflects contemporary
trends*and issues not unlike those of the mndrlgﬁlﬂ‘ There is, for exarfiple, a

-~ .

=
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strong interest among educationnl researdhers in helping {ur‘a titioner- deal with

prodlems=—o’ practiee, Sceondly, o broad met! wdolowieal, interds=t b o velhped

i recent vears o mterprotative methods (for examplo? HamlGon, 0l 1a77
Reminis, 19200 Aee Dowald and Walker, 19750 Parlett and Henidfon, 1976, Saith
and Pohlund, 19740 Stake, 19750 Woleott, BITT) winceh idicentos growing interest
simong researchers in detining the preblems of the Deld i wavs which represint
< erawth of collatorstive

the understanding= U practitioner=. Thirdly, there
cuFriedlun development mmd evalintion work, A1 e
15 to build pradtitioner commmitient Lo the T -careh cntorprise, luzuihly_ L
Ix un expliait ideologi i /-«.(“icilb-;g_[hi polities! ff [EEES T

b participatory research: ‘eabricd out ST LlL.m o
e and more ceneral publie coneern, Tor t\:vnph'_ in w}.kk_,u

e i ol oot non

ol educstion throu
probleins of immed
fevel evaluntion os an sspecet oi dpeal and zeneral publie accountubilit . Sue
Davis. 190} or in rescareh on the dses of Pingruoare Gin elisspoypire Jeaemng e,

Curciculiin Development Centees 197300 00 short, #therc s remd owsapd -

reconceptuaii=ing the field of educationn] researeh i ore particivatory torins
N Toosotlvess subjectenalior metons, hoWledee produets

iacit L] ’

¥ [ER

and eommunity of cuirers (e Schwab,e 19740,

SItomight be argued that these trends are simoly - towsirds pr ﬂtit‘klll\i
Indeed, Sehwab, (1U89) has argued strongly for development ot the arts of
practical dbliberation in distinetion from theoretio re<earch, and a lnrge number
ot curriculuny researchers have tuken up the arguiment (or examnle, Reid. 147T¥:
Walker, 1971, 1473 But taking the concerns of practitioners seriously has< led

coneerns of professional researchers and making them resenrchers io their own
right (for example, Steahouse. 1975, 1980 wemmis. 198021, It- 1= this
deepening interest in awakening eritical self-reflection dinong practitioners that
has provoked interest in critical theory among “some methodologists of

educational researeh.

A_DEVELOPING EPISTEMOLQGICAL FOUNDATION: CRITICAL THEORY

There is not space in this paper to indicate the depth and extent of the
trends in epistemology and philosophy’ of social science which suggests that
action vesearch mnay once again become a major foree in educational research.
It is sufficient to our present purposes simply to indicate some aspeéts of
eritical socinl science which may underpin a revival of ‘interest in action
research imethodology. However, although developmenis in ecritical sociul
science provide such a Dd%l% present t@rmulatmns of critical theory have tended
1o be %o abstract as to defy y practical implementation in educational rescarch 22,
Action research, [ believe, provides workable procedures through which the

aspirations of .critical theory mnght be realised. a

M(’jTéiggnFt and Fitzpatrick (1980) have pointed out some’ of the essential
features of the_eritieal approach and propose a form of aetion resear r;h whmh
embodies the r_.mdnc‘lpatory interest of critical social s(lcnpo._ ;

As MeTaggart and Fitzpatrick show, there is a commonality of intent

between action research and critiéal social science. Firstly, both rshare an

ation of enlightenment (consciéntisation) in

interest in process for thé organis

cominunities bound b'\; common interests. In distinction from the technical and
pra actical interests of most educntional researeh.mentioned in-the introduction to

9

e
v
-

Uroa more profound interest in their concerns: cmancipating them from  the,

-




Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

- - - 2

thns paper, ar:tlon research sdnd critical social science share an mmmmpatm\

knowledge-constitutive interest23.  That is to say. they share an interest in
liberating cominunities of inquirers from the dict tates of tradition,_huabit,
bureaucratic systemisation and individual expectations. But thie emancipatory
interest is far from a sceptical response which breaks tree of svstemisation
without estabhahmg an orderly process for social and intellectual recon-
struction?d, On the contrary, action research and critical social science embbdy
participatory democratic processes for social and intellectual reconstruction.

It is true that Lewin's formulation of these participatory processes for the
OFgBHIEHtIG[] of enlightenment is more technically-oriented. Indeed. Lewin
described it in terms of "social management” 8r "social engineering" {e.g. Lewin,
1947) bzfore those terms came to have the even more technical ‘connotations
they have - today- But Lewin was clearly impressed by the power of action
research Ephtemolog) to generate r;nllcfht::imgnt in & partieipant u}x’nmumt\,

-}

8

Second, both approaches embody a ;mhmg of the development of theory

and pr‘actu’:é through the ettgrte ot a commumtv DI IHC]UII'EI‘% \Lcordmg to

::.eparately, Iﬁ actlon [‘E%Eﬂ[‘f:h as in c:uuca,l, auual seienee, dny separatmn %pclls
theyend of the enterprise (see Sanford, 1970). Here again, however, one finds
Levfm more willing to accept theoretical advance (without necessary practical
advance) as indicative of progress; in Habermas, the. two are mutually
mterdependent - .

Thirdly, and in canéegﬁerice of the joint development of theory 'ahd:
practice, both action research and critical social science provide the means for-

pmducmg authentic cntnques of practice, that is, eritiques which are grounded
in the life circumstances of ¢he Iinquirers, yet able to tr‘angcer\d these

'_ circumstances through the development of "scientific discourse” " (Haberimas,

1974) about it25. What js significant here is that critical social science 1nvcglvea
a process of. objectification of its subject-matter (the social lives of those in the

“ecommunity of inquirers); it does not treat it "objectively" as frozen or inert. In

doing so, it preserves the possibility of a reflexive social science (one which can
comment on social life and be incorporated within participants’ understandings
without becoming less true of the situations studied). It transcends "subject-

_ivisi™ and "objectivism" in an explicit dialectic between ihe "subject-world". and

the. "object-world". Though Lewin does not confrgnt this problem directly,
seems.evident that his general interest was in the development of. social crntnque
based on democ:t'atlc control Gf the knowing (research) process.

' Emallv, it is clear that both ac:tion research and critical social secience
share  an interest in the develagmen’t and strategic use of programs of "social

" action ds tools for improving (simultanéously) both practice and knowledge-about .

practice. D.T. Campbell (1969, 1977) explores' the notion of "reforms as
experiments" in a similar spirit, but Campbell's formulation is ultimately
technical, not emancipatory, despite his familiarity with action research as a
form’ of social research and development26. What distinguishes Campbell's work
from that of Lewin:and Habermas is- his rationalism: theory is the basis for the
principled development and _]u;tlfncaflcm of practice; theoretic developments are
to be sought independently of the degr‘ee to whirh they influence the :

conseiousness of practitioners.. For Lewin and Habermss, social action can only

be justified by reference . to.the commitmerts and authentic  insights ’ of
practitioners. - : & £

. ° .
;', There are. signifindnt dlf'fer‘ences between the eplstemology of action
! research in the middle 1940's and the critical social .science of more recent
years. The prevailing conceptions of social science differ markedly, and one can

- . imagine that the neo- VI&P,(ISt intellectual fTamework of - f:r‘ltlc:al aoclal smeﬂee

a -k ‘f: a .
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* would ha\{e been repugnant to a decidedly anti-Marxist vesearch community (at
least in the U.S.) in the years immediately following the Second World War.
T Most importantly, however. discussions of action research from the J1940's hive
& technical "flavour"” which does not appear in eritical =oecial science: action
research, in Lewin's view. was more than a technology for “change (see, Tor
example, Lewin, 1946), but his papers often discuss if in technelogical terma. It,
was probably this technical rhetoric which permitted the retrogressive rein-
terpretation of action research discussed earlier. v
‘Critical social science appears as a far more complete epistemology than
Lewin's action research. It has been the argurnernt of this paper thut historieal
circumstances. as well as Lewin's personal vision of a “practical” vet .
theoretically-sophisticated social science, shaped action research as a preceursor
of critical social scienee (in the chronological if not the causal SeRscY in
educational - research. ‘

e

P
Why then discuss action research at all? There are two main reasons: first.,
action research alrecady has a place in the history of educatmml and social
) research upon which contemporary practitioners eany blllld"‘i and second, because
- action research provides a simple, practicable ﬂ"ludmnf image for domn eritical
- socinl science which theoretical accounts have so far failed to fur msh This
latter reason is compellmg the failure of critical social science to attract moee
than a few adherents in"contemporary educational research is probably due - (more
, © - than anything clse) to a stubborn refusal of European critical theorists to
- democratise (and thus justify) their methods by making them intellectually
accessible to .a wide audience. Educational researchers have lacked both a way
of doing critical social science and the epistemological foundations by which it
- may be 1u<t1f1ed28 Yet critical social science does provide a remedy for the
crisis of legitimation mentioned in the introduction to this paper: a means of
simultaneously developing theory and practice. and defining a socially-respon-
sible role for the researcher as a participant in tﬁc self-refleective commumt\ of 7 .
practxtxoners .

r T

ACTION RESEARCH IN AUSIR~\LIA

[N

"lhe bRD(" 'Rcsearch on Action Research” Pro]ect (directed by the ' author)——
has .begun to gather together some of the dxvers’e_-’gt,uindsﬂ ~ATtE in action :
research in \uqtralx_u29 Wlﬁeﬁv “plicitly or lmplxcxtly) in work in
teacher-research, 1 development, service education, school-level

v ‘evaluatien—ai “teacher education. In some cases, projects are avowedly "action °
=TT Tesefiréh” projects: in other cases. they are action research in all but name (for
' example, the work of the Tasmanian Education Departiment as part of the
Schools Commission's School-Level Evaluation Initiative; Tasmanian Educdtion
Department, 1980). : ' ' : :

Preliminary analysis suggests that the theoretical pro,pects for action
research are only moderate, if "theoretical” pay-off is measured in terms of the
A literature of professional educational researchers. There are pay-offs in terms
b « of theories " of language and learning and the theoretical/methodological
] ¢« literature of evaluation, but by and large the knowledge pay-offs of action
' research are for practxtxoners rather than "academice" researchers. If theoretical
pay-off is defined in terms of the development of critical communities of
practitioners. then the results are far inore encouraging. This, after all, is the

L aim of both action research and cgitical social science. It remains to be seen .

, | ‘ ISR
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- whether the pay-off can be sustained in a research literature established by
: practitioners for practitioners; if it can, then dissemination of the fruits of
‘ action research might take place ‘across wider frontiers. The Classroom Action
Research Network established by John Elliott and the Ford Teaching Project,30

provides a model of what might be achieved.

The ergemeatlonel and practical prospects. for action research are good, it
seems. Interest in school-based curriculum, school-based in-service education,
school-level evaluation and practitioner research has established a range of
mcdes of wofk (individual, co-operative, collaborative between schools and

‘ _ tertiary institutions), a variety of foci (school improvement, curriculum
improvement, the improvement of classroom preetleé) and a variety of support
mechanisms (tertiarv institutions, Schools Commission, education department

- -~ consultantspite.)-for-action-research-—Despite ‘widespreadfearsabout trendsto
centralisation in some quarters of Australian educatjon (the Green Paper in
Vietoria, "back to the basies" rhetoric, national assessment of school perfor-
imance, ete.), many Australian teachers, consultants and researchers who have
developed a taste for ctitical self-reflection through action research seem
unwilling to give it up. Though it ‘is demanding of time and individual effort,
requires the development of new skills and perspectives, and opeps individual

X teachers and schools to criticism (when they allow others fo see that they are -

willing to confront problems and issues rather than deny ‘themn), it is nevertheless
valued by many who have expldred its possibilities. But there is evidence, too,
" that ecﬁ*ne teachers and schools find the enterprise insufficiently rewarding. It
may promlee more than” it can deliver, it may create political problems in
" ~implementation of action plans, it may polarise staff, it may be - used
mischievously to "prove" that one alternative educational strategy is better than
another it mey fell to come to grlps with comple:{ issues eufflelently qu1el{ly,

of the eetloh reeeereh proeese in tertlery lnstltutlene or edueetlon depertments.

Nevertheless, there is evidence that action research in Australia is a ueld

eufflelentlf' well-developed to have elgmﬁcant eubetent;vedenct‘mefﬁﬁologlcel

i problerhe . _Not the least-of=threse is that of defining the boundaries of action
_—Tesearch and the limits of its potential. These are among the problems currently

bemg lnveetigeted by the ERDC “Reeeereh on Action Research" Project.
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NOTES:

I

ef. J.T. Hastings: "That these techniques have been and will continue to be
useful- for some parts of some ol our problems is obvious. Unfgrtunately,

we have frequently failed to note that considering them ‘the’ right’ methods
may eause us to alter the verv nature of the problems on which we work.
C e1tmnl\f such emphasis will narrow our coneeptual field in our dlt 1cks on
educational problems™ (p.127).

ef. Hemmis, 1978 on "componentisation”.

ef. Kemmis, 1980a on "conviviality" and "the technologisation of reason'.
For an analysis of this problem, see Carr. 1980a, 1980b.

cf. Freire's notion of "conscientization". Berger, Berger and Kellner have
this to say explaining the notion: "Originally the term, as used by Freire,
simply meant that adults could be taught anything more readily if the
teaching was related to the primary concerns of their everyday life.
(Freire was originally concerned with teaching literacy). The. term,
however, has come to mean much more than that, both in Freire's own
work and in its wide diffusion among radical intellectuals throughout Latin
America. Conscientization now means the entire “transformation of the
consciousness of people that would make them understand the pohtu:al
parameters of their existence and the'pgsalbxlltma of changing their
situation by political action. Conseientization is. a precondition of
liberation. People will be able to liberate themselves from social un(]
pc;:htlcal oppression only if they first lle[th them%LlVE% from _the patteen:
of thought unp@sed by the oppr‘e_‘w‘ 17576

See J. Habermas Legltlmatmn Lr‘mq (1973).

<
" Consider, for example, the Lomr'adlctlons experienced by Neville Bejnett
~(1976) who, originally an advocate of "informal” education, found- ormul'
methods generally more "successful" - while failing to note that’ the

- positivistic epistemology on whieh his research methods were based was in

“opposition to the epistemology of "informal" edueation. (See J. Piaget
"The New Methods: Their Psychological Foundations”, in J. nget Science
of Education and Psychology of the Child, originally written in 1935, for

a discussion of the epistemology of "mf'ormal” approaches).

cf Fiten 'VIorr‘i% "Can tho%e Whg cé;zr'r-y out cducational researéhrsafely

mvestlgatlons? Although in practlce, I should not expect every report on
a piece of educational research to raise all the. assumptions.on which it is
based or to touch on all the.implications of its results, nevertheless, I think
that we ignore them at our peril. For if we do so, we cannot claim to.be
educationists. but must be content with being a species of laboratory
technicians without the right 'to ‘any expert voice in matters of educational
policy. . .If we are merely technicians, we cannot claim to be able to
criticiZe the educational foundations and implications of our own work.

This means quite simply that we cannot eclaim to know what we are doing"

(pp.60-61).

-
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ef. Sir Isaec Newton's remark: "I do not know what I may appear to the

world, but to myself 1 seem' to have been only a boy playing on the sea-
shore, and diverting myself in now -and then finding a smoother pebble-or
a - prettier shell than ordinary, whilst the great ocean of truth lay
undiscovered before me".

As, for example, in the success of the DISTAR program which, while it
may .produce increases in measured learning outcomes, does so at the
expense of creating conditions for learning which foster dependence, and
the technologisation and bureaucratisation of consciousness (ef. Berger,
Berger and Kellner, 1973) as against the liberation of the individual and the
learning group through knowledge.

These ideas are closely pai'allel to some of the central notions of critical
the@ry as. expressed by Jurgen Habéf'mas (1972 1974) We have not ?et

prlor to the Sec:ond World War. Yet we do not need to "fDr'ce" the 1deas

of Lewin into the framework of critical theory to pick up the resonances::

the perspectives share a common concern with unconstrained communi-
cation, participatory processes, a focus on problems of concern and
censequence to participants, and an active role for the research process as

an operatmnal rationality able systematically to remake social conditions
‘on a major scale. There are, of course, major differences: especially in

Lewin's somewhat technicai perspective on the research process (to be
distinguished from Habermas's "emancipatory" perspeetWe on the process
of critical social science).

These two papers were important in creating the public "image" of a’étion
research. It is of interest, however, that elements of the Chein, Cook and
Harding paper betray a more conventional view of action research than
Lewin's view of its p@tentlal To anticipate: it is significant, in view of
the relatwe dem;se af actlon re earch over tha followmg deeade that the

eloser to the prevallmg phllosophy Bf SQEIEI science. One wonders whether
had Lewin lived, the notion might have been more securely established and
have gained an even wider aeceptance in the Soclal research of the 1950‘

~and beyond.

[ am 1.udebted to ‘Lori Beckett, a research student at Deakm University, for
histokical work in this area.

The’ pr cess of reinterpretation from Lewin to Chein, Cook and Hardlng
(1948) and Benne, et al. (1948), to Corey (1953) and Taba and Noel (1957)
suggests that the adaptation was retrogressive, towards a redefinition of
action research in posntw;stle terms.  Lori Beckett's work at Deakin

University provndes some evidence that the process was retrogressive in

“this sense.

- This hypothesis is to be explored in future research; certainly Sanford

(1970) argues that -there was “a "drift" of interests among academic
reséarchers away from ‘the problems of the field as defined by its
pr- r‘tltloners éee also M. Rein (1976) and 1. Deutscher and M. Gold (1979).

=,
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Lewin had visited Britain in 1933 and 1936 sand established links with Er'i'c_

Trist who, with A.T.M. Wilson prepared a proposal to the Rockefeller
Foundation which led to the establishment of the Tavistock Institute.
Lewin's Research Center for Group Dynamies at M.LT. and the Tavistock
Institute remained in close contacet and jointly established the journal
Human Relations (for which Lewin wrote four articles). '

This is the only explicit reference to action. research in the carly work of
Elliott and Adelman and the Ford Teaeching Project. Elliott (personal
communication) indieates that Lawrence Stenhouse was also a source for
him on action research; the author has not vet established Stenhouse's
sources. ’

John Elliott. (personal communication) suggests that there is also an
interest in actiort research in continental Europe. Brock-Utne (1980) gives
an account of some German lnﬁgufagé literature on the subject between
1966 and 1978, FEICI‘I‘ng‘ espeeially to the work of Prof. Wolfgang Klafki.
In the German literattire the link between action research and eritical
soc¢ial seience is apparently quite explicit. It is hoped that the "Research
on Action Research” Project will be able to follow up this line from
German sources, '

We will return to some of these Australian initintives in a later section;
The interest is parallel with Freire's notion of conseientization. See Sce
note 5 above.

/ ) .
Few practitioners have the fortitude to tackle Hubernm% s a possible
solution to- their problems ‘of methodology! '

Enawledg&comtitutive interests are the interests which guide and shape
inquiry. (See Habermus, 1972; the Appendix gives a suecinet formulation).

See Kemmis, in press, for a discussion of the problem of seepticism.

* As Habermas (1974) remar ks in discourse, the compulsions of action are

virtualised (p.19).

In his "Qualitative Knowmg and Action Research” (1974a). - Campbell
acknowledge-ﬁ Lewin's influence on his thought. It is also evident in his
"evolutionary epistemology" (1970, 1974b) that he adopts an extremely
E;o[:>hvs-tlcated position on the evolution of knowledge. It would seem quite
possible that Campbell could embody the two sets of ideas (about the
evolution of kﬂawledge and the organised developmerit of practice) and

generate a powerfui contemporary model of action research.

It is irnpo'rtant to note that sction researeh in social wo'rk' c:!i«ﬂ not seem to

Qat[on u,nderwent, Infjeed -in Socml work it is 5tlll allve at lcast in thce ;

United Kingdom, North America and Australia: In particular, it has been

linked with citizens' action campaigns: clearly an embodiment of the -

democratie %pu‘xt breathed into it at its birth.

7
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gmdlng umig-e as the gundlng 1mage for EEseat‘ch Hence ‘Habermas's
sharply ecritical comments on scientisin (science's belief in its own
v efflcaey) in discussing the remterpretatlon of epistemology as philosophy of
science (Habermas, 1972; the criticism is plain in the Introduction, and
afgged:through in the remainder of the volume). :

29 The Interim Report of the project (Kemmis, 1980b) to ERDC indicates
something of the range of contemporary interest. :

30 Based at the Cambridge Institute of Educatiﬂni Shaftesbury Road,
Cambridge, England. The Network publishes a bulletin for its members
which disseminates action research experience among action researchers:.

31 At a recent meeting of some Victorian action researchers at Deakin
University, the following issues were among those mentioned as requiring - - .
discussion, analysis and "experimentation'": the functions of repcrting; the
potential of various  techpiques; the  theoretical foundations of action
research; the roles available to students‘ parents and the school community
in action research; action research -on.learning for students; the role of
gction research in school-level evaluation and accountability; problems of
information-sharing; and substantive concerns especially suited to action
research (e g. assessment and -reporting). ' N\ .
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